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Some of the manuscripts and books of the Hungarian humanist, Johannes Sambu-
cus (1531‒1584) are still kept in Vienna, in the Austrian National Library. A source 
of information puts a new light on the sale and reception of his library. In his last 
will made in 1583, Sambucus left his library, the manuscripts he still owned and his 
maps to his son, in 1584, not long after his death, his widow started negotiations 
about selling them to the Emperor Rudolf II. However, the data clearly suggest 
that Sambucus’ library did not become en bloc part of the Imperial Library, if the 
purchase took place at all: only 44 years after Sambucus’ death was a certain part 
of his library bought by Sebastian Tengnagel for both the Imperial Library and him-
self. Another result of the research confi rms that the philologist Sambucus cannot 
be separated from the book and manuscript collector Sambucus, and the examples 
presented here justify why it is worth involving in the research the extant books of 
the Hungarian humanist.
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Some of the manuscripts and books of the Hungarian humanist, Johannes Sam-
bucus (1531‒1584) are still kept in Vienna in the Austrian National Library. Hans 
Gerstinger, Pál Gulyás, Franz Unterkircher, and recently Gábor Almási have all 
intensively studied the fate of Sambucus’ manuscripts and books, and the history 
of the library,1 which can be summarised as follows: due to his dire fi nancial situ-
ation, in 1570 Sambucus had already offered part of his valuable manuscripts 
– 360 of which were written in Greek (including several unpublished texts) and 
140 in Latin – to emperor Maximilian I, asking 5 ducats for each volume and 
a total of 2500 ducats. However, the sale was implemented only in 1578, after 
Rudolf II had ascended the throne, and no list of the manuscripts has been pre-
served. Although in his last will made in 1583, Sambucus left his library, the 
manuscripts he still owned and his maps to his son, in 1584, not long after his 
death, his widow started negotiations about selling them to the King. Eventually, 
the collection was evaluated and the price was determined in 1587 with the help 
of imperial librarian Hugo Blotius (1533‒1608). The original catalogue compiled 
at that time and containing 2618 items was lost, but a copy of it was found in Venice 
and published by Pál Gulyás in 1941.2 We have no further sources providing 
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information about the transportation and the placement of the library. While a 
signifi cant part of Sambucus’ manuscripts could be identifi ed, the same cannot be 
said about the printed part of the library. In the 1930s Pál Gulyás managed to fi nd 
the shelf marks in the card catalogue of the Austrian National Library and also 
made efforts to hold the volumes in his hands, doing excellent work considering 
the research opportunities of the era. However, he could not fi nish his research.3

When during my research work in Vienna I was browsing through some of the 
documents (catalogues, correspondences, records) concerning the history at the 
beginning of Early Modern Times of what was once the Hofbibliothek, I came 
upon a source of information that put a new light on the sale and reception of 
the library in 1587, which had previously seemed rather obvious. The follow-
ing subtitle can be read in the catalogue of the private library of imperial librar-
ian Sebastian Tengnagel (1563‒1636): In hypocausto paruo versus Danubium, e 
Sambucianis, which means that in a small room in the Danube side of his house 
he kept Sambucus’ books.

Sebastian Tengnagel

Tengnagel, who was of Dutch origin, was employed in the Imperial Library in 
1602 as an assistant to Hugo Blotius, and then, from 1608 – after Blotius’ death 
– as the head of the library. Besides the fi rst signifi cant systemisation and cata-
loguing, the relocation of the library to a new, bigger location is also related to his 
name. His linguistic talents were proven not only by the 15 languages that he was 
able to speak, but also by his passionate interest in Eastern languages. He made 
efforts to acquire as many Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Syrian and even Ethiopian 
manuscripts as possible.4

As for his books, he decided already in 1609 to leave them to the Imperial 
Library and confi rmed this intention in his last will in 1633. Two catalogues of 
the collection of his library, handwritten by him have survived, of which the later 
one groups the books in his house according to their locations. The books of 
Sambucus were kept in the small room at the Danube side.5

Before going into the details of this latter, fi rst the question of how Sambucus’ 
books ended up at Tengnagel needs to be answered. It has already been noticed 
by both Hans Gerstinger and Pál Gulyás that inscriptions of Sambucus and Teng-
nagel appear together in several manuscripts. Gerstinger refers to a letter written 
by Tengnagel in 1620, according to which a part of the Sambucus collection had 
not yet been sold and there was not really any interest in it either, and also, the title 
page of one of the Greek language manuscripts has the inscription that Tengnagel 
bought it “e Bibliotheca Sambuci” in 1628.6 Gerstinger thinks that those manu-
scripts were either acquired by Sambucus after 1578 or were being lent to someone 
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for publication during the period of the sale in 1578, and he also lists 42 inscriptions 
found in Sambucus’ manuscripts possessed by Tengnagel.7 An important character-
istic of these manuscripts is that they are all written in Greek. Another two Greek 
manuscripts were added by Hermann Menhardt in 1957, making the number of the 
“common” manuscripts that we now know of 44.8 Comparing Gerstinger’s list with 
the manuscript items of Sambucus’ library, it is apparent that Tengnagel obtained 
from the heirs the majority of the remaining Greek language codices.9

Pál Gulyás also noticed already that it was not only manuscripts, but also books 
that were acquired by Tengnagel; he listed the latter as notes at certain parts of the 
library catalogue published.10 István Bálint Nagy believes that Tengnagel, taking 
advantage of the diffi culties of Sambucus’ son, who was somewhat weak-mind-
ed, and his protector, might have bought the books for the Emperor for a very 
low price, 400 forints, instead of the original estimated value of 3000 forints, and 
retained a certain part for himself.11 However, some information, so far unknown 
in the relevant Hungarian literature, offers another possibility concerning the fate 
of the library: Sambucus’ widow, Christina Egerer, made a testament in 1609 and 
bequeathed the library to Niclas Haunoldt, called “cousin” (Gevater).12 Haunoldt 
worked as a secretary at the Royal Chamber, he was a member of several delega-
tions to Turkey and wrote a historical work.13 When, following Haunoldt’s death, 
the library was again offered for sale, Tengnagel had the opportunity to cherry-
pick some books. According to his records, the items were not purchased on one 
occasion: he indicated 162814 and 1631 as the date of acquisition on the cover of 
a manuscript and a printed item, respectively (item 59). Consequently, it is not yet 
clear what happened to Sambucus’ library after his death and we need to involve 
further sources to be able to reveal it.

The Tengnagel catalogue

This source is a manuscript containing Tengnagel’s own records about the impe-
rial library and his own library (in the latter case with the following chapter titles: 
Catalogus librorum in hypocausto meo magno; Catalogus librorum in hypo-
causto paruo versus Danubium; Libri Gallici, Italici, Hispanici, et Portugallici 
in hypocausto paruo versus Danubium) where he also describes the Sambucus 
books under the following title: In hypocausto paruo versus Danubium, e Sam-
bucianis.15 This is followed by a list of Greek manuscripts with 83 items (Libri 
Manuscripti Graece). Here, however, Tengnagel only mentions about two codic-
es that they originate from Sambucus.16

The catalogue of Sambucus’ books contains 56 books, all of which are printed 
(Tengnagel erroneously counted 47 items at the end ‒ Numerus Sambucianorum 
librorum 47). He handled the books following the principle of provenance and 
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did not unite them with the other parts of his library, but kept them separately, 
in a small room. Some of the 56 items are “Sammelbände” (two or more works 
in one volume), and the number of works they include is 97. These volumes 
were probably ordered to be bound together by Sambucus, who sometimes even 
numbered the title pages of the consecutive works (item 21), or he also may have 
bought them already bound together. In composite volumes the works are usu-
ally not related concerning their authors, subject matter or publishers, so it seems 
that Sambucus only considered the size (if he himself had the volumes bound 
together). We must also add that in the 18th century, the composite volumes were 
disassembled in the Imperial Library, during which the original inscriptions were 
often damaged and the old bindings were replaced by more modern and simpler, 
half leather or paper bindings.

The descriptions of items in Tengnagel’s handwriting contain the authors, titles 
and publishers of the works, the date and place of their publications, the printing 
house and the format of the works. Sometimes there are errors in the documenta-
tion, for example the year of the publication is wrong, or, on a few occasions, an 
inner piece of the composite volume escaped Tengnagel’s attention. In several 
cases there are additional remarks to the items, where he mentions for example 
that a certain work was edited by Sambucus on the basis of old codices, with com-
mentaries (items 1 and 2); or, he mentioned that a book originates from Andreas 
Dudith’s library (item 31); or that it contained the handwritten notes of Sambucus 
(item 37). Throughout the catalogue, notes about the library shelf marks of cer-
tain volumes written in pencil by a 20th century person appear.

In the case of 22 items, Sambucus’ ownership can be proven on the basis of the 
book-plate or the handwriting; his name appears in different forms, just like in 
the manuscripts:17 J. Sambuci, Joan. Sambucus, Ex libris J. Sambucus P., Joannis 
Sambuci Pannonĳ Tirnauien. It has become also clear that Sambucus did not en-
ter his name in all the books; however, there seems to be no system in where and 
why he wrote his name. Tengnagel’s notes appear in 24 cases, with less variety 
than Sambucus’, usually in the following form: Ex libris Sebastiani Tengnagelij 
I. V. D. Consiliar. et Bibliothec. Caesar. Most of the works listed in the register 
also appear in the catalogue published by Pál Gulyás, but there are also a few 
exceptions (for example items 27 and 46 are not listed). Today all the books 
are available in the Austrian National Library, but in some cases, their known 
provenance indicates that they could not have belonged to either Sambucus or 
Tengnagel. Throughout the centuries, the Imperial Library was weeded several 
times, and the duplicated volumes were given away to other libraries.18 No spe-
cifi c referencing which could lead to conclusions about the classifi cation schemes 
or other arrangement of his library appears in Sambucus’ books.

Entries that go beyond the owner’s inscriptions and provide more information 
than just the name are especially valuable. The liturgical work of John Chrysos-
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tom written in Greek and published in Rome in 1526 was bought by Sambucus 
in Verona in 1560 (item 26). He obtained De Proprietate Sermonum by Nonius 
Marcellus from Hadrianus Junius, who actually published it in Antwerp at Plantin 
in 1665 (item 40). On the title page Sambucus added the somewhat malicious 
remark to the title that not only Junius’ but also his own hard work was needed to 
achieve this. This was not only mentioned by Junius in the letter of dedication ad-
dressed to Maximilian II (“vti locuples testis et quidem T.M. domesticus, Ioannes 
Sambucus mihi indicium fecit”) ‒ the Hungarian man meticulously underlined 
his own name here ‒, but subsequently, he also saluted Sambucus with a dedica-
tion addressed to him. Junius, the esteemed Dutch philologist participated in the 
implementation of the publishing programme of Sambucus, and at that point, in 
the middle of the 1560s, their collaboration seemed still harmonious.19

Returning to the notes, on the title page of the work of Aeschylus published 
in 1552 in Venice (item 57) it appears that Sambucus bought it for 7 crowns in 
1559 and emended it in Rome. There are two books that Sambucus obtained in 
Paris in 1551 from the library of the esteemed French Hellenist, Jacques Tous-
sain.20 At least Tengnagel notes on the cover pages that both volumes belonged to 
the celebrated professor, but we do not know where that information came from. 
The volumes are in fact important Aldines; the work by Thucydides was published 
in 1502 and the one by Ulpianus in 1503, both in Venice. Tengnagel obtained the 
latter in 1631. A third Aldine edition originates from the library of the Hellen-
ist Jean Strazel, also from Paris (item 61), from where Sambucus also bought a 
Polybius manuscript for four ducats.21 The Hungarian humanist entered a lot of 
notes in the Greek or Greek-Latin language volumes, as opposed to Tengnagel, 
who only rarely made comments and whose neat and easily legible handwriting 
can be found for example in the work about Saint Peter’s peregrination (item 12).

However, Tengnagel’s catalogue was far from complete, as beyond the 56 
items indicated, I also found eight other Greek language printed volumes in the 
Austrian National Library which contain inscriptions of both Sambucus and 
Tengnagel (items 57‒64).

The subject matter of the books

The catalogue suggests that Tengnagel, whose aim was probably to make up for 
the defi ciencies of his library, obtained books in the widest range of topics: he 
equally selected books from the fi elds of theology, medicine, history, philology, 
philosophy and literature and geography. His interest in Greek language editions 
is obvious, as the proportion of Greek/Greek-Latin and Latin works is about the 
same. The oldest work is a volume printed in Florence in 1494, while the latest 
were produced in 1582 and come from Basel and Antwerp.
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The volume of dramas by Aeschylus published in Paris in 1552 indicated in 
the catalogue is especially exciting (item 57). The fi rst printed Aeschylus edition 
appeared in Venice. Aldus Manutius was very keen on publishing the tragedies 
with commentaries, but his death in 1515 prevented it. Eventually, Aldus’s father 
and brother-in-law published it in 1518, but they were severely criticised for the 
great number of errors.22 Following Jean Dorat’s Prometheus from 1548, in 1552 
two complete editions were published. The fi rst appeared in Venice, edited by 
Francesco Robortello, who could probably use the best manuscript of the age in 
the Medici Library in Florence. Robortello’s signifi cant philological contribu-
tion was that he separated the intermingled text of two Aeschylus dramas, 
Agamemnon and The Choephori (Libation Bearers), also indicating the hiatuses 
by leaving empty spaces in the text for the missing lines, which meant that he was 
the fi rst editor to publish the seven tragedies (Prometheus, Seven Against Thebes, 
Persians, Agamemnon, Eumenides, Libation Bearers, Suppliants). However, the 
book was not a unanimous success, as he was not able to completely reconstruct 
the two tragedies mentioned.

The other complete edition from 1552 is related to Adrien Turnèbe, as it was 
the fi rst volume he printed as a royal printer. He published six tragedies, and even 
if he knew Robortello’s work, he did not take it into consideration. The best 
edition of the Aeschylus’ works until then appeared in Geneva at Henri Estienne, 
edited by Piero Vettori, in 1557. It contains the seven tragedies including the re-
constructed text of Agamemnon and The Choephori. In his Preface, Vettori calls 
Aeschylus a unique dramatist, Hermetic philosopher, inspired poet and the great-
est of Homer’s followers.23 There is another remarkable edition from the last third 
of the century, from Antwerp, by the philologist Wilhelm Canter, who had a good 
relationship with Sambucus.24

From among the editions listed above, only the editio princeps, i.e. the Al-
dina published in Venice in 1518, was missing from Sambucus’ library: besides 
Prometheus with the Preface of Jean Dorat (Gulyás, 1968), and the complete 
editions of Francesco Robortello (Gulyás, 659), Turnèbe (Gulyás, 125), Piero 
Vettori (Gulyás, 1745) and Canter (Gulyás, 2432), the Latin translation of the 
six tragedies published in Basel in 1555 (Gulyás, 711) and the selection of Greek 
dramas edited by Estienne in 1567 (Gulyás, 1273) also appear.25 We can conclude 
that Sambucus was well-acquainted with Aeschylus’ works printed in the era and 
the related research.

Although all of these books can be found in the Austrian National Library, 
only one of them – the one published in Paris in 1552 – can be defi nitely proven 
to have belonged to Sambucus, on the basis of the owner’s signature (item 57). 
He also noted on the title page that he had bought it in 1556 and emended it 
in Rome. The Greek text has several emendations and Greek or Latin notes by 
Sambucus. From page 144, where Robortello could not continue the text of 
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Agamemnon (the interrupted Greek text is followed by Hic uidentur multa deesse), 
Sambucus inserted new sheets and he himself supplemented the drama in hand-
writing, with his own page numbering until page 169. The printed text continues 
from there; however, Sambucus crossed out the original page number (145) and 
replaced it by 169. There is also another insertion of similar length added by him: 
the ending of Agamemnon with his own numbering between pages 172 and 192.

Philologists will be able to examine the type and depth of the emendations and 
additions, and whether Sambucus relied on a manuscript from Rome (an Aeschy-
lus manuscript was kept in Alessandro Farnese’s library)26 or some other source. 
Later on, he was still interested in Aeschylus: in April 1569, he wrote to Piero 
Vettori27 that he had found a very old manuscript with Aeschylus’ dramas, includ-
ing The Choephori and that he wished Vettori would edit the tragedy on the basis 
of the manuscript.28 And in 1574 he mentioned to him that he had already sent 
to Plantin the notes (scholia) of Triklinios and Thomas Magister – a Byzantine 
monk and scholar – on Aeschylus.29

Sambucus’ books outside the Austrian National Library

Apart from Tengnagel’s purchase, the dispersal of part of Sambucus’ library is 
also supported by other data. A book has appeared in the Library of the Univer-
sity of Vienna – the Florilegium Diversorum Epigrammatum (Paris, 1531) –,30 on 
whose title page, above Sambucus’ handwriting there is a note saying Bibliothe-
cae Windhagianae Catalogo inscriptus 1667.31 Joachim Enzmilner, the Count of 
Windhag (1600–1678) obtained several manuscripts and books in the 1660s from 
what was once Sambucus’ library, in a way that has so far been unknown.32 Mat-
thias Bernegger kept some unpublished mathematical manuscripts from Sambu-
cus’ heritage.33 Today, some other libraries also have books once belonging to 
Sambucus: there is a copy of Copernicus’ De revolutionibus at the Library of the 
Debrecen Trans-Tisza District of the Hungarian Reformed Church,34 a Neopla-
tonic work at the University Library of Eötvös Loránd University (which earlier 
belonged to the Archbishop’s Library in Vienna),35 a Bonfi ni book edited by Sam-
bucus in 1568 at the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences,36 an incun-
abulum at the University Library of Erlangen (Herbarius latinus, Main, 1484), 
and a Dioscorides in Chantilly.37

Quantitative data concerning Sambucus’ library – once again

In the relevant literature, there are a number of data about the volume of Sam-
bucus’ manuscripts and library, which often contradict one another. It is rather 
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diffi cult to determine the exact numbers since already at the sale in 1578, Sam-
bucus himself mentions at one point handing over 500 and at another point 530 
manuscripts.38 Moreover, some manuscripts of Sambucus found their way to the 
Imperial Library following Tengnagel’s death (1636), and also during the 18th 
century, which increased the number to nearly 600. It is even more diffi cult to 
decide how many manuscripts have been identifi ed. In the case of printed books, 
the catalogue is the starting point, but even here special attention must be paid 
to the composite volumes and the notes when for example he has ten copies of a 
certain work.

It is worth clarifying on the basis of the extant catalogue that Sambucus handled 
together the printed books and the manuscripts. In the case of the items indicated 
by serial numbers, the manuscripts can be identifi ed since they were indicated 
by the person registering them as manuscript., manuscriptus. These manuscripts 
were catalogued among the printed books, although they were mostly listed col-
lectively, in a block (for example Gulyás, items 1095-1134 and 2549-2618), but it 
also happened that there was a “Biblia sacra manuscripta in 8° Latine” (Gulyás, 
972) among the printed Bibles. This was not a strange practice at the age and in 
the Imperial Library Tengnagel was the fi rst person to try and separate the manu-
scripts from the printed books.39

On the basis of the published library catalogue, Pál Gulyás had some remarks 
about the data concerning Sambucus’ library: “indeed in the Venice copy the 
inventory extending to 279 folio leaves contains 2618 serial numbers, which, 
however, does not mean at all that the heritage consists of the same number of 
books”,40 and later “according to the inventory, at his death, Sambucus owned 
no less than 3327 volumes of 3163 printed books (and 78 multiple copies among 
those), 128 pieces of 28 score editions and 206 volumes of manuscripts.”41 I do 
not think anybody has so far doubted the data of Pál Gulyás, but recounting has 
produced different results. The catalogue registered with serial numbers has a lot 
of errors made, on the one hand, by those registering the items, and, on the other, 
by Pál Gulyás. On a few occasions the registering persons did not write down the 
title next to the serial number (Gulyás, 58, 108, 110-112, 120, 1384), and Gulyás 
omitted some items (Gulyás, 54, 301, 890-899, 1402, 1656, 1719, 1793, 2145), 
and in one case, also added an item (1312 is listed twice, once also after 1319). 
According to the catalogue, Sambucus had more than one copy of two books: ten 
copies of one (Gulyás, 2184), and six of the other (Gulyás, 2231). All the above 
taken into consideration, the 1587 catalogue yields the following numbers:

– printed books: 3501
– manuscripts: 207
– cannot be decided: 4
– music prints: 103
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Manuscripts sold 
in 1578

Collection of his library 
in 1587

Manuscripts

360 Greek
140 Latin
30 where language 
is not specifi ed

207

Printed books 3501
Sheet music (prints) 103
Not clarifi ed whether printed books or 
manuscripts 4

Total 530 3815

Further clarifi cations can also be provided about Sambucus’ manuscripts, with 
the remark that new manuscripts may be found at any time. Of his manuscripts

– he donated 9 to the emperor before 1578;
– he sold 530 to Emperor Rudolph II in 1578;
–  207 were in his library in 1587, of which some of the Greek language items 

found their way to the Imperial Library through Tengnagel;
–  we also know about some external items (at editors, printing houses, friends);  

the number of these is unknown.

Apart from the work done by Peter Lambeck and the imperial librarian fol-
lowing him in the 18th century, the manuscripts were identifi ed in the 20th cen-
tury by Hans Gerstinger, who by 1926 had determined about 497 manuscripts 
that they belonged to Sambucus.42 At the beginning of the 1950s Hermann 
Menhardt revealed meticulously Sambucus’ ownership of 69 further codices.43 
István Németh, who worked at the Austrian National Library and died recent-
ly, also studied Sambucus’ manuscripts, but did not publish his results. Gábor 
Almási and Gábor Kiss Farkas have recently published the shelf marks of the 88 
manuscripts discovered by Németh.44 However, Németh failed to notice Men-
hardt’s fi ndings and in part only repeated the latter’s results, and therefore only 
38 of his manuscript identifi cations can be considered as new data. Finally, we 
must also mention that similarly to the printed books, also some manuscripts 
were taken away from Vienna and can now be found in different European 
collections.
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Gerstinger / 
identifi ed at 
the ÖNB

Menhardt / 
identifi ed at 
the ÖNB

Németh / 
identifi ed at 
the ÖNB

Gerstinger 
/ identifi ed 
outside the 
ÖNB

Almási-Kiss 
/ identifi ed 
outside the 
ÖNB

Other data45

384 Greek
113 Latin

31 Greek
37 Latin
+1 Latin 
delivered to 
Hungary in 
1933 

26 Greek
12 Latin 6 6 unidentifi able

497 69 38 6 6
Total: 616 manuscripts

Summary

The data clearly suggest that Sambucus’ library did not become en bloc part of 
the Imperial Library, if the purchase took place at all. If we trust Tengnagel’s 
letter mentioned above and also accept the other data presented, it took almost 
30 years following Sambucus’ death for the collection or certain parts of it to be 
obtained by a new owner, and fi nally Tengnagel bought some of it for both the 
Imperial Library and himself. A number of Sambucus’ printed books and manu-
scripts could reach the Imperial Library only through alternative ways during the 
17th and 18th centuries.

Following the random examination of the printed volumes in the Sambucus 
catalogue, as well as their study on the basis of Tengnagel’s register, it is obvious 
that the books kept today in the Austrian National Library, mostly in one copy, 
can only be proven to have been in Sambucus’ possession if this assumption is 
reinforced by his inscription or the characteristic features of his handwriting. The 
activities of Sambucus the philologist cannot be separated from those of Sam-
bucus the collector of manuscripts and books, and the examples presented here 
justify why it is worth involving in the research the extant books of the Hungarian 
humanist.

Notes

1 Hans Gerstinger, Johannes Sambucus als Handschriftensammler. – In: Festschrift der Natio-
nalbibliothek in Wien zur Feier des 200jährigen Bestehens des Gebäudes, hrsg. von Österrei-
chischer Nationalbibliothek (Wien: Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, 1926), 279‒288.; Gu-
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